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ABSTRACT
This paper explores the responses of nearly 1200 children and young
people in Wales who were asked to identify which three famous
people they most admired and which three they most disliked.
Analysis of these young people’s responses reveals a number of
sociological and educational issues. Their selections conﬁrm other
research which has highlighted the importance of celebrities in the
lives of young people. Their ‘heroes’ and ‘villains’ are drawn mostly
from the worlds of popular music and sport. Their choices are also
highly gendered and ‘raced’. Of particular interest is the ﬁnding
that someone’s ‘villain’ is more than likely to be someone else’s
‘hero’. Our young people’s selection of heroes and villains reﬂects
the broader landscape of celebrity culture, where female fame is as
much about appearance as talent and Black and minority ethnic
celebrities are to be found largely in the ﬁelds of sport or popular
music. The paper concludes by discussing the chasm between our
young people’s ‘heroes’ and ‘villains’ and those which are ‘ofﬁcially
sanctioned’ within the school curriculum and considers what
schools and teachers might do about it.
KEYWORDS
Heroes; villains; role models;
curriculum; celebrity;
stereotypes; critical
pedagogy
Introduction
This paper explores the responses of nearly 1200 children and young people in Wales who
were asked to identify which three famous people they most admired and which three
they most disliked. While these questions may initially seem trivial, analysis of these
young people’s responses reveals deeper sociological and educational issues. ‘Heroes’
and ‘villains’ are important ﬁgures that represent and reﬂect personal and socio-cultural
values (Freedman-Doan, 1996; Porpora, 1996). Heroes reﬂect ‘desired possible selves’
(Gash & Conway, 1997, p. 351).
The nature of children’s heroes and villains has come under increased scrutiny as com-
mentators from both left and right fear young people today are too heavily inﬂuenced by
‘popular culture’ and in particular the ‘cult of the celebrity’. There is a growing amount of
research to suggest that the increasing attachment of young people to celebrity ‘heroes’ is
shaping their identities and aspirations in damaging ways (eg Boon & Lomore, 2001; Brom-
nick & Swallow, 1999; Caughey, 1984; Lockwood, 2002; Lockwood & Kunda, 1997; Ward,
2005). There are worries that the constant association of success with unattainable
‘perfect’ bodies and often overtly sexualised imagery is particularly damaging for girls
(Curry & Choate, 2010). Elliott (2011) claims that celebrities are increasingly admired not
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for their personalities but for their bodies – and even their ‘body parts’ (p. 464). These often
artiﬁcially ‘enhanced’ celebrity bodies then become ‘key sites of identiﬁcation, imitation
and desire’ (p. 464). For those involved with education, there are additional concerns
that children and young people look up to individuals who should not be looked up to
– individuals whose short-lived fame is based on luck, physical prowess, or limited
talent, rather than more enduring and socially beneﬁcial achievements. Relatedly, it has
been claimed that the ‘cult of the celebrity’ is creating a climate in which young people
seek to realise themselves through ‘fame’ and reject the more traditional pathway to
success – academic achievement, hard work and educational qualiﬁcations (eg Association
of Teachers and Lecturers [ATL], 2008).
Despite all these concerns, very little empirical work has been undertaken on who it is
that children and young people actually admire and how these preferences are implicated
in the development of social ties. As Allen and Mendick (2013) point out, most research on
celebrities is text-based and focuses on the nature and portrayal of celebrities rather than
how celebrities are ‘used’. They argue that ‘a turn to the empirical is vital’ (p. 80). Like Allen
and Mendick, we want to ‘interrupt dominant public discourses which either trivialise
young people’s celebrity consumption or judge it harmful’ (pp. 77–78). As part of this,
we also want to look at those famous people who our young respondents do not
admire – a subject about which even less is known and which may be just as revealing.
Indeed, Wilk (1997) claims that ‘distastes, aversions and dislikes are much more socially
diagnostic than positive desires’ (p. 175).
Such empirical work is not only of sociological importance, but also has educational
implications. It illuminates deeper issues about the role of the curriculum in promoting
‘heroes’ and ‘villains’. To some extent the ofﬁcial curriculum can be seen as an attempt
to endorse particular achievements above others – not only to celebrate the virtues of
hard work and enduring achievement over short-lived fame, but also to identify and cele-
brate the work of key individuals who have made signiﬁcant contributions to culture,
science and social justice. How does the landscape of young people’s heroes and villains
compare to that which is sanctioned and valorised in the curriculum? What are the impli-
cations for schools and teachers?
The research
The data explored here derive from a much larger self-completion survey undertaken in
2013 by three cohorts of school children in Wales.1 The cohorts comprise just fewer
than 1200 pupils who, in 2013, were in Year 6 (age 10–11), Year 8 (age 12–13), and Year
10 (age 14–15). They attended 29 schools (16 primary, 13 secondary) serving very different
kinds of communities (advantaged/disadvantaged, rural/urban, Welsh-speaking/English-
speaking) across Wales. The survey was undertaken in class in English or Welsh using com-
puter tablets wherever possible.
The demographic proﬁle of our 1194 respondents is as follows:
. 581 (48.7%) are male, and
. 613 (51.3%) female.
We have data only on ethnicity for the older respondents (those in Year 8 and Year 10). Of
these 848 pupils:
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. 752 (88.6%) self-identiﬁed as ‘white’,
. 11 (1.3%) as ‘black’,
. 37 (4.4%) as ‘mixed race’,
. 39 (4.6%) as ‘Asian’, and
. 10 (1.2%) as ‘other’.
In order to get some statistical purchase in the analysis we have grouped the respondents
into two categories:
. 752 ‘white’ (88.6%), and
. 96 ‘black and minority ethnic’ (BME AQ2) (14.5%).
In terms of age:
. 345 were Year 6 (28.9%),
. 412 Year 8 (34.5%), and
. 436 Year 10 (36.6%).
In this paper we focus on just two of the questions from the larger survey. Our young
respondents were asked to provide two lists of ‘up to three famous people that you most
admire and dislike’. We decided to frame the questions to include only ‘famous people’ as
we were worried about the difﬁculty of interpreting and coding responses that referred to
family members and friends. It was difﬁcult to settle on which pair of verbs would gen-
erate the best responses: admire/deplore? like/dislike? respect/scorn? In the end we chose
‘most admire/dislike’ because we felt they would draw out the strongest contrast at the
same time as being fairly easily understood. We also hoped (somewhat mistakenly) that
the term ‘most admire’ would encourage more thoughtful responses rather than an
immediate decision to list people that were particularly popular at the time. In choosing
‘dislike’ we wanted a term that would elicit the names of people for whom they had no
admiration or respect; ﬁgures that, in the pupils’ eyes, were the binary opposite of the
person they most admired. Throughout this paper we refer to the ‘admired’ as ‘heroes’
and the ‘disliked’ as ‘villains’.
Over 7000 names were provided by the pupils. As one can imagine, this created real
challenges in coding and analysis. After sorting and organising the data, we decided to
focus only on those ‘famous people’ who were identiﬁed as a ‘hero’ or ‘villain’ by at
least ﬁve respondents. This gave us a somewhat reduced tally of 3478 responses – 1683
of which were ‘heroes’ and 1795 were ‘villains’. Despite the request to identify ‘famous
people’, 11 respondents proposed ‘my mum’ and 10 ‘my dad’ as the person they most
admired. A signiﬁcant number also identiﬁed pop groups rather than individuals. Tables
listing the 116 heroes and 83 villains can be found in an appendix A1 and A2.
The achievements of the nominated ‘heroes’ and ‘villains’
The children and young people nominated a wide variety of people – stretching alphabe-
tically from Adele and Adolf Hitler to Zara Philips and Zayn Malik. Nominations included
pop stars, political activists, writers and rugby players. In order to look at the overall
proﬁle of our ‘heroes’, we categorised them in terms of their main ﬁeld of achievement.2
As Table 1 shows, famous people in the ﬁelds of pop music and sport dominate – account-
ing for nearly three-quarters of all nominations.
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If we look at the ‘top 20’ nominations (Table 2) we can see that concerns about the
‘capture’ of young people by popular culture appear to be justiﬁed. While there is
clearly a range of nominations – with the most popular receiving only 3% of the nomina-
tions – 18 of the 20 are in the ﬁelds of pop music or sport. This pattern echoes ﬁndings in
the few other studies (eg Gash & Conway, 1997; Bromnick & Swallow, 1999) where children
have been asked to identify their heroes.
With the exception of Jessica Ennis (athlete), all the female ‘heroes’ in the top 20 are
pop singers. The male ‘heroes’ do include pop stars (and one ‘boy band’), but are
mainly footballers and rugby players (four play for the Wales national sides). Only two poli-
ticians were nominated – with Barrack Obama in 40th place and Boris Johnson (Conserva-
tive London Mayor) in 100th place.
The proﬁle of the ‘villains’ that were nominated is a little different (Table 3). In terms of
ﬁelds of achievement, the number nominating pop musicians and sportspersons as ‘vil-
lains’ is broadly similar to the ‘hero’ nominations – but this is largely because of the wide-
spread dislike of Justin Bieber.
Table 1. ‘Heroes’ and their ﬁeld of achievement.
n % Most nominated in category
Pop music 746 44.3 Jessie J
Sport 486 28.9 Lionel Messi
Actor/presenter 314 18.7 Johnny Depp
Activists 35 2.1 Martin Luther King
Business 19 1.1 Lord Sugar
Academic/intellectual 18 1.1 Stephen Hawking
Politician 18 1.1 Barack Obama
Writer 15 0.9 J K Rowling
‘Public’ ﬁgure 5 0.3 The Queen
Total 1656 98.4
Table 2. The top 20 ‘heroes’.
n % n %
1. Jessie J 54 3.2 11. Justin Bieber 33 2
2. Taylor Swift 47 2.8 12. Demi Lovato 32 1.9
3. Beyoncé 44 2.6 13. Gareth Bale 29 1.7
4. One Direction 44 2.6 14. Johnny Depp 29 1.7
5. Lionel Messi 41 2.4 15. Adele 28 1.7
6. Leigh Halfpenny 40 2.4 16. Shane Williams 27 1.6
7. Cristiano Ronaldo 38 2.3 17. Adam Sandler 26 1.5
8. Jessica Ennis 38 2.3 18. Steven Gerrard 26 1.5
9. George North 34 2 19. Will.I.Am 26 1.5
10. Rihanna 34 2 20. Selena Gomez 25 1.5
Table 3. ‘Villains’ and their ﬁeld of achievement.
n % Most nominated in category
Pop music 1200 66.9 Justin Bieber
Actor/presenter 184 10.3 Simon Cowell
Sport 182 10.1 Wayne Rooney
‘Public’ ﬁgure 101 5.6 Katie Price
Politician 94 5.2 David Cameron
Activists 21 1.2 Osama Bin Laden
Total 1782 99.3
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While our most admired individual, Jessie J, received only 3% of the nominations,
Justin Bieber was singled out as an object of dislike by over one-quarter of the respon-
dents – way ahead of the second most disliked nomination (the boy band One Direction)
(Table 4). In general, the ‘disliked’ nominations are drawn from a wider range of ﬁelds,
including actors, presenters and politicians – with David Cameron (Prime Minister of
the United Kingdom) making it into the ‘top 10’ most disliked – two places ahead of
Adolf Hitler.
What is clear from these nominations is how changeable the landscape of heroes and
villains is likely to be. It is almost certain that if we were to ask the same questions now we
would get different answers. The nominations reﬂect key ﬁgures in the media and popular
culture at the time. In terms of villains, in 2013 there was still signiﬁcant coverage of the
scandal around Jimmy Savile, a former DJ and television presenter who was exposed after
his death as a serial abuser of children and young people. Similarly, in terms of ‘heroes’, in
2013 Jessie J was one of the judges on a popular talent show (The Voice) and Jessica Ennis
had won a gold medal the previous year at the London Olympics and had been nominated
as BBC Sportsperson of the Year 2013.
If we take these nominations as indicative of young people’s values then there would
appear to be good grounds to believe some of the worst fears about the inﬂuence of
popular culture on young people’s values and the loss of a ‘moral compass’. For
example, it could be argued that their choices display a lack of ability to discriminate
between contributions that are of lasting social value and those which are more ﬂeeting.
Are the achievements of Nelson Mandela (appearing as a ‘hero’ only in 34th place) to be
relegated behind the achievements of pop singers whose names many may now ﬁnd hard
to remember at all? Does Justin Bieber really deserve to be disliked by so many more
young people than Adolf Hitler or Osama bin Laden?
This would be, though, a very simplistic interpretation of the data. Such a reading positions
children and young people as passive recipients of popular culture rather than being actively
engagedwith it. One very noticeable feature in the two top-20 lists (Tables 2 and 3) is that four
individuals appear in both. Indeed, if we look across the responses as a whole, the majority
(55%) of our 84 villains were other people’s heroes. This suggests that expressions of admira-
tion and dislike may be less to do with the attributes, achievements or behaviours of the
famous people themselves and rather more to do with the way in which our children and
young people appropriate them in order to foster particular kinds of self-identiﬁcations
and generate allegiances. We look at this next.
Table 4. The top 20 ‘villains’.
n % n %
1. Justin Bieber 470 26.2 11. Miley Cyrus 36 2
2. One Direction 112 6.2 12. Adolf Hitler 35 1.9
3. Nicki Minaj 75 4.2 13. JLS 33 1.8
4. Lady Gaga 68 3.8 14. Jimmy Savile 32 1.8
5. Simon Cowell 60 3.3 15. Taylor Swift 27 1.5
6. Harry Styles 50 2.8 16. Cheryl Cole 22 1.2
7. Katie Price 48 2.7 17. Osama Bin Laden 21 1.2
8. Wayne Rooney 46 2.6 18. Britney Spears 19 1.1
9. Luis Suarez 42 2.3 19. Chris Brown 18 1
10. David Cameron 37 2.1 20. Jessie J 18 1
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Heroes, villains and the sense of self
The fact that someone’s villain is more often than not someone else’s hero shows that the
‘manufacture’ and ‘marketing’ of celebrities are not straightforwardly received by our
young consumers. Their relationship to famous people and celebrities is embedded in a
social context. Indeed, expressing particular likes and dislikes is one of the ways in
which social ties are made and remade. Allen and Mendick (2013) argue that we need
to understand children’s relationship to celebrities as one of active social engagement.
Seen in this way, celebrities become the ‘locus of collective meaning-making and nego-
tiation’ (Butler Breese, 2010, p. 338). If it is the case that who you admire or dislike says
more about yourself than the objective virtues or vices of the famous person, this may
explain the relatively low nominations of the more obvious ‘heroes’ and ‘villains’ around
whom there would be consensus. What distinctive networks and social ties are going to
be forged through admiring saints or disliking child-abusers?
The importance of celebrities as a resource for forging attachments is evident in Ali’s
(2002) ethnographic research on friendship, fandom and ethnicity amongst primary
school children in England –whereby ‘likes and dislikes are mobilised differently among chil-
dren who are becoming “boys” and “girls” who are friends, through use of the love/loathe
discourses’ (p. 154). Her work also highlights the signiﬁcance of music in this process:
…music has been a prime site for developing understanding of cultural syncretism in relation
to youth cultures and ethnicity…Music is identity, and in a world of fragmented and shifting
identiﬁcations musical forms both reﬂect and formulate these diversities. (p. 155)
Its importance for our young people is evident in high proportion of pop stars in the nomi-
nations – both ‘admired and disliked’. While our survey cannot chart the ‘shifting’ nature of
these identiﬁcations, it can reveal the extent of like/dislike, love/loathe distinctions. Jessie
J, Taylor Swift and One Direction are simultaneously loved and loathed. Justin Bieber is
mostly loathed, but loved by some (mostly girls). Of course these likes/dislikes, loves/
loathes are not random, they are culturally embedded and structurally reproduced. To
cite Ali (2002) again:
The allegiance work is saturated with and constitutive of relations of power/knowledge which
are both painful and pleasurable for children who are differently positioned within networks of
learning and cultural expertise. (p. 154)
We know from Bourdieu’s (1984) sociology of taste how subtle the cultural markers are
that signify ‘distinction’. Expressions of distaste are as important – perhaps even more
so – in establishing cultural expertise as expressions of admiration. As Douglas (1996)
argues, ‘consumption behaviour is continuously and pervasively inspired by cultural hos-
tility’ (p. 84). This position suggests that ‘Tastes are not given or determined, and their
objects are not either; one has to make them appear together, through repeated exper-
iments, progressively adjusted’ (Hennion, 2007, p. 101).
Seen in this way, admiration or dislike for particular famous people can be seen as a
form of constructive identity work of afﬁrmation and cultural belonging. Unfortunately,
we do not have individual level data on students’ cultural capital. However, even if we
did, the subtleties of social class distinction and matters of taste are unlikely to be
picked up in a survey of this kind. There is little doubt that some of the more culturally
‘obscure’ or non-celebrity-based nominations we received (eg Fyodor Dostoevsky,
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Woody Allen, Diane Fosse) will have come from more culturally advantaged pupils. These
kinds of responses fail to register in the tables because they occur only singly rather than
attracting the ﬁve nominations needed to ‘count’. Indeed it is the very individuality of
these preferences that indicates the culturally advantaged respondent’s distancing from
the ‘mass appeal’ of popular celebrities.
However, while it is not possible to identify any clear social class patterns among the
responses, there are clear and striking gender differences – both in terms of the respon-
dents and their nominations (Table 5).
There are two obvious contrasts in the gender and attributes of the ‘heroes’ nominated
– boys tend to nominate sporting heroes and girls tend to nominate pop stars. All of the
boys’ ‘top 10’ heroes are male and the majority (8/10) of the girls’ nominations are female.
Throughout all the choices, there is a strongly signiﬁcant association (where p < 0.000)
between the gender of the chooser and the gender of the hero. This is particularly
marked for boys. Over 90% of nominations by boys were for men. There were overall
far fewer nominations of female heroes than male heroes (441 as opposed to 1213) –
and female respondents account for 89% of those nominations. As with the heroes,
male respondents identiﬁed male villains far more frequently than female respondents
and female respondents identiﬁed female villains more frequently than male respondents
(Figure 1).
Table 5. The top 10 ‘heroes’ by gender.
Boys’ heroes n % Girls’ heroes n %
1. Lionel Messi 36 5.1 1. Jessie J 53 5.4
2. Cristiano Ronaldo 35 5 2. Beyoncé 42 4.3
3. George North 28 4 3. Taylor Swift 42 4.3
4. Leigh Halfpenny 28 4 4. One Direction 41 4.2
5. Gareth Bale 26 3.7 5. Jessica Ennis 33 3.4
6. Shane Williams 25 3.6 6. Rihanna 33 3.4
7. Steven Gerrard 24 3.4 7. Demi Lovato 31 3.2
8. Adam Sandler 19 2.7 8. Justin Bieber 30 3.1
9. PewDiePie 16 2.3 9. Adele 27 2.8
10. Ryan Giggs 15 2.1 10. Nicki Minaj 23 2.4
Figure 1. The nomination of male and female ‘heroes’ and ‘villains’ by gender. AQ6
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Similar patterns of nomination can be found in terms of ethnicity. Although this pattern
is not visible in the top 10 tables, it is statistically signiﬁcant across the data set as a whole
(again where p < 0.000). Over 70% of nominations from our white respondents were for
famous white people. Our BME respondents are twice as likely to have nominated a
famous BME person than our white respondents (Figure 2).
While the articulation of likes and dislikes may play a role in the construction of viable
identities and assist in the construction of social ties, the development of allegiances is as
much about exclusion as inclusion. Moreover, the choice of ‘heroes’ and ‘villains’ is limited
by the available options. As Allen and Mendick (2013) remind us:
… .Identity is not a voluntary project of self-making. Rather it is always set within a social, cul-
tural and economic context, which sets limits on the kinds of identities that are available to
particular selves. (p. 80)
The landscape of celebrities is highly ‘classed’, ‘raced’, and gendered and our young
people’s nominations reﬂect this landscape. As men are over-represented in most walks
of public life generally, it is not surprising that they are over-represented in our young
people’s nominations of ‘heroes’ and ‘villains’. Of all the famous people named, 2494
(72.5%) are male and 944 (27.5%) are female. In terms of heroes and villains, 1214
(72.1%) of the ‘heroes’ are male and 442 (26.3%) female, while 1280 (71.8%) of the ‘villains’
are male and 502 (28.2%) female. An analysis of the gender composition of the ﬁelds of
achievement shows an over-representation of men in nearly all professional categories.
For example, all of academics/intellectuals, activists and entrepreneurs listed by pupils
are men. The athlete and politician categories are comprised of 91.5% and 93.8% male
ﬁgures, respectively. The actor/presenter and musician categories are slightly less male-
dominated with 82.1% of actors/presenters and 65.1% of musicians listed being male.
The only categories in which women outnumber men are writers and ‘public’ media
ﬁgures (a category which includes a diverse selection of famous people ranging from
the Queen to Paris Hilton). Indeed no female actors, presenters, activists, academics, entre-
preneurs or politicians are identiﬁed. There is a similar picture with ‘villains’. The most
Figure 2. The nomination of White and BME ‘heroes’ and ‘villains’ by ethnicity.
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disliked female villains are pop singers, reality show ‘stars’ and actors. Margaret Thatcher
(in 55th place) is the only ‘non-celebrity’ female identiﬁed. Similarly, the number of BME
‘heroes’ nominated is much lower than for white ‘heroes’ – 30 compared to 86. And
with the exception of Barack Obama and Martin Luther King, the overwhelming majority
of famous BME people are in the ﬁelds of pop music and sport. There are no BME writers,
academics or actors nominated more than ﬁve times. Nominations for BME women
outside the ﬁelds of pop music and sport are even harder to ﬁnd.
These patterns suggest that the use of famous people and celebrities in the develop-
ment of identities and allegiances may provide the ‘glue’ for developing social ties and
afﬁrm the achievements of women and BME people. However, the ﬁelds of their achieve-
ments – particularly for women – are relatively narrow which is as likely to compound as to
challenge notions of female and BME success.
‘Heroes’, ‘villains’, and the curriculum: towards a critical pedagogy?
The extent towhich the attributes and achievements of our young people’s ‘heroes’provide
at best a stereotypical – and at worst a self-destructive – basis for young people’s emulation
raises a number of issues for educators. However, the role of schools in shaping these pre-
ferences seems to be largely absent. What is very apparent from our young people’s nomi-
nations is the chasm between the kinds of achievements which attract their admiration (or
approbation) and those which are endorsed within the curriculum. If the curriculum is ‘the
story of heroes to be emulated’ (Hurn, 1978, p. 92), very few of these heroes feature in our
respondents’nominations. It is doubtfulwhether even those few famous people outside the
ﬁelds of popular culture or sport were encountered within the school curriculum. For
example, news programmes are likely to have been the main source of information
about Barack Obama, Osama bin Laden andMartin Luther King (2013 was the 50th anniver-
sary of the March on Washington). It is unlikely that Stephen Hawking or Albert Einstein
ﬁgure prominently in the science syllabus.
The relationship between popular culture and schooling is complex. While on the one
hand, successiveneoliberal reformshave led to increasing commodiﬁcation andcommercia-
lisation in education (eg Spring, 2003), the ‘ofﬁcial’ curriculum has seen a strengthening of
theboundaries between school knowledgeandpopular culture. For example, the rise of neo-
liberalism in England saw the reinforcement of a culturally conservative ‘curriculum of the
dead’ (Ball, 1993). This curriculum simply ignores the wider cultural climate which shapes
young people’s aspirations and values – a situation which seems to be deeply problematic.
As Denzin (2010) argues, ‘It is time for educators to take consumption and consumer
culture seriously’ (p. xiii). However, how this is to be done is not straightforward. Thinking
about how we might close the gap between school knowledge and the heroes and villains
that are meaningful to our young people raises issues that are very reminiscent of the
debates that emerged in the 1970s and 1980s with the so-called ‘new directions’ in the
sociology of education in the UK (Young, 1971) and the critical pedagogies movement
in the USA (eg Giroux, 1983). Put crudely, from these perspectives, the ofﬁcial curriculum
is a form of cultural domination in which highly selective and partial bodies of knowledge
are transmitted which either ignore or demean the histories of the ‘dominated’ – and in
particular, those of females, the working classes and ethnic minorities. The challenge for
the ‘new’ sociologists and the critical theorists of education is to make school knowledge
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more meaningful – to ensure that the curriculum reﬂects and valorises the lived experi-
ence and aspirations of the dominated.
However, how this is to be done is contested. We know now that one of the least suc-
cessful approaches is the endorsement of educationally successful ‘heroes’ from disadvan-
taged and minority communities. From the 1970s onwards, curriculum materials have
presented students with a range of female and BME role models – individuals who
have achieved notable successes across a range of ﬁelds. For example, for many
decades pictures of Marie Curie have been displayed on the walls of science classrooms
in order to enable female students to imagine a successful future in science. Yet she
receives only one nomination from over 7000 responses. It may well be that this kind of
approach is based on the possibly erroneous assumption ‘that students do in fact learn
what schools intend to teach them’ (Hurn, 1978, p. 198). As Whitty (1972) has also
pointed out, it also reveals a kind of ‘romantic possibilitarianism’ which presumes that
you can challenge enduring social inequalities through simply changing the curriculum.
Rather than try to impress young learners with examples of alternative educational
‘heroes’, some have argued that we should bring the celebrities of popular culture into
the school. In England, that National Literacy Trust’s Premier League Reading Stars pro-
gramme ‘captures the motivational power of football to inspire young people to read
more and to improve their literacy skills’ – the aim is ‘to turn football fans into reading
fans’ (National Literacy Trust, 2015). These kinds of schemes are particularly directed at chil-
dren in disadvantaged schools with low literacy attainment levels. Additionally, Allen and
Mendick (2013) point to the ‘success against the odds’ narratives which underpin many
of the ‘rags to riches’ stories of celebrity and argue that ‘celebrity culture offers important
sites of fantasy and investment for young people, representing the possibility of visibility,
symbolic capital and self-betterment’ (p. 87). They argue that thismay be particularly impor-
tant for thosewhoare likely tobedisadvantaged as a result of their gender, class or ethnicity.
However, the selective introduction of celebrities into the curriculum of the disadvan-
taged student is likely to lead to even more differentiation in the nature of the culture
being transmitted by schools to advantaged and disadvantaged students. Increasing
the ‘relevance’ of school knowledge through the incorporation of heroes from popular
culture may ultimately deprive poorer students of the kinds of high status knowledge
that is the currency of future educational success. Moreover, there are countervailing
messages underneath celebrities endorsing the beneﬁts of education. While Premier Foot-
ball League ‘reading stars’ may publicly support the importance of school work, their own
careers are witness to the fact that it’s not essential in order to ‘succeed’.
As Giroux (1996) has argued, rather than incorporate popular culture, we need to use it
as a resource for developing critical literacies:
This is not a matter of abandoning high culture, or simply substituting it for popular culture. It
is, rather, an attempt to reﬁgure the boundaries of what constitutes culture and really useful
knowledge in order to study it in new and critical ways. (p. 50)
Reconﬁguring the boundaries is unlikely to be easy. As Apple (2000) has argued it is
important to ensure that theories of critical pedagogies address the real transformations
which are shaping education. However, a starting point might be to bring young
people’s heroes and villains into the curriculum as objects of critical scrutiny. There are
several examples of how this has been attempted elsewhere – through the deconstruction
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of popular television programmes (eg Cloonan & Cope, 2010) and the unravelling of media
representations (eg Morrell & Duncan-Andrade, 2006). In this way, the heroes and villains
that ﬁgure in the lives of young people are neither ignored or celebrated but brought
into school in ways which are ‘both meaningful and critical’ (Whitty, 1985, p. 175).
Notes
1. These are part of the WISERD Education multi-cohort study funded by HEFCW (Higher Education
Funding Council for Wales).
2. Where an individual could be coded into two or more categories, the person was placed in the
category for which he or she is best known or has had the most success. For example, Eminem is a
rapper and has appeared in ﬁlm, but for this analysis he was coded as a musician. Some of the
persons named were difﬁcult to categorise because of the multidimensional aspect of their
fame. For example, while some reality show cast members are celebrities, they are not necessarily
actors. In cases like these, reality show ﬁgures such as Paris Hilton, Kim Kardashian and Katie Price
were coded into the ‘Public’ ﬁgure’ category.
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Table A1. Nominated ‘heroes’. CM2
¶Adam Jones Daniel Craig Jonathan Davies Mo Farah Simon Cowell
Adam Sandler Danny O’Donoghue Justin Bieber Morgan Freeman Alex Ferguson
Adele Dappy Justin Timberlake My Dad Skrillex
Albert Einstein David Attenborough Katy Perry My Mum Stephen Hawking
Andy Murray David Beckham Keith Lemon Nelson Mandela Steven Gerrard
Angelina Jolie David Guetta Ken Block Neymar Da Silva Taylor Lautner
Anne Hathaway David Tennant Kristen Stewart Niall Horan Taylor Swift
Ariana Grande David Walliams Leigh Halfpenny Nicki Minaj The Queen
Aston Merrygold Demi Lovato Leonardo Dicaprio Olly Murs The Wanted
Barack Obama Fernando Torres Lewis Hamilton One Direction Tom Daley
Bear Grylls Gareth Bale Liam Payne Paul McCartney Tom Jones
Benedict George North Lionel Messi Pewdiepie Tom Syndicate
Cumberbatch Harry Styles Little Mix Pink Tulisa
Beth Tweddle J K Rowling Lord Sugar Queen Usain Bolt
Beyonce Jacqueline Wilson Louis Tomlinson Rihanna Vin Diesel
Bill Gates James Arthur Luis Suarez Rita Ora Wayne Rooney
Bob Marley Jamie Roberts Marilyn Monroe Robert Downey Jr Will Smith
Boris Johnson Jennifer Lawrence Martin Luther King Robert Pattinson Will.I.Am
Bradley Wiggins Jessica Ennis Matt Smith Robin Van Persie Zac Effron
Bridgit Mendler Jessie J Megan Fox Russell Howard Zara Phillips
Bruno Mars Jim Carrey Michael Jackson Ryan Giggs Zayn Malik
Channing Tatum JLS Michael Phelps Sam Warburton
Cheryl Cole Joe Hart Mike Phillips Selena Gomez
Chris Brown Johnny Depp Miley Cyrus Shane Williams
Cristiano Ronaldo
CM6
¶
Table A2. Nominated ‘villains’. CM5
¶Adele Conor Maynard Joey Essex Margaret Robin Van Persie
Adolf Hitler Cristiano Ronaldo John Terry Thatcher Russell Brand
Alan Carr David Beckham Justin Bieber Michael Jackson Rylan Clark
Amanda Bynes David Cameron Justin Timberlake Miley Cyrus Selena Gomez
Amy Childs Demi Lovato Katie Price Neymar Da Silva Shane Williams
Andy Murray Drake Katy Perry Nick Clegg Simon Cowell
Angelina Jolie Eminem Keith Lemon Nicki Minaj Taylor Swift
Ariana Grande Fernando Torres Ke$ha Olly Murs The Queen
Beyonce George North Kim Jong Un One Direction The Wanted
Bob Marley Gok Wan Kim Kardashian Osama Bin Laden Tulisa
Britney Spears Harry Styles Kristen Stewart Owen Farrell Usain Bolt
Bruno Mars Jedward Lady Gaga Paris Hilton Wayne Rooney
Carly Rae Jepson Jeremy Kyle Lindsay Lohan Piers Morgan Will.I.Am
Cher Lloyd Jessie J Lionel Messi Pink Zac Effron
Cheryl Cole Jimmy Savile Louie Spence Psy Zayn Malik
Chris Ashton JLS Luis Suarez Rebecca Black
Chris Brown Joey Barton Madonna Rihanna
Rita Ora
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